Young Women's Experiences with Reporting Sexual Assault to Police by Vopni, Vicki
VOLUME 25, NUMBERS 1,2 107
Ce texte rapporte en détail le point de
vue de jeunes filles entre 12 et 17 ans
sur une agression sexuelle. Les quelques
adolescentes qui ont écrit croient que
presque toutes les femmes ont peur de ce
qui arrivera quand elles iront à la
police. On ne les croit pas.
Sexual assault is a pervasive societal
problem that has had a devastating
impact on the lives of many women.
While the stories that are shared about
sexual victimization are told first-
hand by women from many perspec-
tives—based on race, culture, sexual
orientation, physical and intellectual
ability, and economic status—the
voices of young women are rarely
heard. There is very little discussion
in the literature of the experiences of
female adolescents who have been
sexually assaulted; these experiences
have unique characteristics that are
different and separate from women
in general.
This study explores the experiences
of young women who reported a
sexual assault to police. During ado-
lescence, women are most vulnerable
to being sexually assaulted, often by a
known perpetrator versus a stranger.
Relatively little research has been done
on the factors affecting young wom-
en’s decisions to report sexual assault
to the police. The decision to report
a sexual assault is the most important
step in the criminal justice system; it
initiates the whole process. Accord-
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ing to a 1993 Statistics Canada study,
very few women are choosing to take
this step. This landmark survey found
that approximately 94 per cent of
women who are sexually assaulted do
not report the incident to police. Of
the six per cent of sexual assaults that
are reported, only 40 per cent result
in charges being laid by the police.
This widely recognized and often
cited study neither addresses the inci-
dence of sexual assault among young
female adolescents nor does it de-
scribe their rate of reporting to the
police.
Incidence of Sexual Assault
Among Young Women
Sexual victimization during adoles-
cence is widespread, occurring more
often than in any other age group.
The American Academy of Pediatrics
reported in a 2001 policy statement
that adolescents continue to have the
highest rates of rape and other sexual
assaults of any age group, and that
two-thirds to three-quarters of these
attacks are perpetrated by an acquaint-
ance or a relative.
Adolescents are a high-risk group
with respect to both sexual assault
victimization and offending. Female
adolescents are most likely to be as-
saulted by a male peer: someone
whom they are dating or with whom
they are acquainted. The male per-
petrator is often in the same age
range as the survivor. This type of
sexual assault is commonly referred
to as “date rape.” In a review of the
literature on date rape, Vaughn I.
Rickert and Constance M. Wiemann
found that adolescents and young
adults are four times more likely to
be victims of sexual assault than
women in any other age group. In
most of these cases, the perpetrator
is an acquaintance of the survivor.
Acquaintance rape is a crime and is
the most likely situation in which a
young woman will be sexually as-
saulted, yet it is a highly under-re-
ported offense. According to the
Ontario Women’s Directorate, only
one per cent of date rapes are re-
ported to the police (1).
Young People’s Attitudes About
Sexual Assault
Studies examining adolescents’ atti-
tudes about sexual assault have often
found that this group believes many
myths and stereotypes. Universally,
these studies have found that males
attribute more responsibility for
sexual assault to the victim than do
females. Dominant societal values
that reinforce gender-specific roles
are especially prevalent among ado-
lescents. These prevailing beliefs serve
to silence young women who are
sexually assaulted, as they fear being
blamed and ridiculed by their peers
for being a “victim.” Data on gender
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socialization show that generally atti-
tudes about dating and sex are al-
ready in place by age 14.
Myths and stereotypes about sexual
assault are strongly entrenched in our
society. Generally, people are more
sympathetic to victims whom they
perceive as not being “blameworthy”
or not deserving of this fate. Martha
Burt grouped sexual assault myths
The Trend of Underreporting
Sexual Assault
Many studies look at why women do
not report a sexual assault to police.
Relatively little research has been done
on the factors that lead survivors to
the opposite conclusion. Often the
decision to report to the police is
based on a consideration of the costs
and benefits of such action.
In Sexual Assault Among Adoles-
cents, Suzanne S. Ageton reports that
over 75 per cent of adolescent survi-
vors do not tell their parents about
their sexual assault (32). The non-
disclosure of a sexual assault to one’s
parents would make it very unlikely
that the police would be notified.
Adults often play a very influential
role in the decision to report to po-
lice. For adolescents who disclose
that they have been sexually assaulted,
the decision to report to police is
often made in conjunction with par-
ents, family members, teachers, and/
or other professionals. By virtue of
their age, adolescents are not consid-
ered able to make decisions and un-
derstand the implications of report-
ing to police. Adolescents may not
report to police because they do not
perceive their sexual-assault experi-
ence as legitimate, or they may fear
the consequences of their parents’
knowledge of an assault (e.g. the par-
ents may blame them, or restrict their
activities).
Linda S Williams found that
women were more likely to report a
rape to the police if the circumstances
of the attack corresponded to the
“classic” rape situation. A woman
must first recognize her experience as
a sexual assault prior to reporting it.
Evidence that fits the criteria of a
“real rape” will help convince a survi-
vor and her supports that she has,
indeed, been sexually assaulted. A
study conducted by Margaret J.
McGregor, Ellen Wiebe, Stephen A.
Marion, and Cathy Livingstone of
958 cases examined at the Sexual
Assault Service at Vancouver Gen-
eral Hospital over a five-year period
from 1993 to 1997 suggested that
women who have been sexually as-
saulted by an assailant who is not a
stranger, and those who have no
physical injuries following an attack,
are more reluctant to involve police.
While acquaintance sexual assaults
and date rapes are more common
than attacks by strangers, they also
remain largely underreported and in
turn reinforce the social myth of what
constitutes a “genuine” rape.
The Role and Response of the
Police in the Criminal Justice
System
Police are considered to be the gate-
keepers to the criminal justice sys-
tem, and the process of attrition in
sexual assault cases is often related to
the discretion of individual officers.
Police decide if a report of sexual
assault is considered a crime or is
“no-crimed” (i.e. labelled “un-
founded”). They function as the ini-
tial screen to the criminal justice sys-
tem through their interviewing and
charging practices, and control the
official crime rate by selectively choos-
ing the cases in which charges will be
laid. The police have a great deal of
discretion to define what incidents
are criminal acts and worthy of inves-
tigation.
The literature has well documented
women’s largely negative experiences
of reporting to the police. The pros-
ecution of rapists has been termed
“the second rape” because the victim
is “twice traumatized”—once by the
offender, and then again by the au-
thorities. Research in the area sub-
stantiates that as “gatekeepers” to the
criminal legal process, police officers
play a vital role. The police evaluate
sexual assault cases using the same
societal standards that have estab-
lished the “real rape” as genuine and
true. Changing the nature of cases
brought to the criminal justice sys-
tem would encourage a re-definition
of policing away from the traditional
crime-fighting model that many femi-
nists (and others) find problematic
(Gartner and Macmillan 423). The
larger issue is that the entrenched
She has to come
to terms not only with the
psychological and
emotional aftermath of the
attack itself, but also with
the reactions of others,
especially the negative
responses based on the
myths and stereotypes.
into four main classifications: (1)
nothing happened; (2) no harm was
done; (3) she wanted it; and (4) she
deserved it. These myths destroy sur-
vivor credibility and enhance survi-
vor culpability. A woman who is
sexually assaulted suddenly and vio-
lently by a stranger is more likely to
fit the description of a “real” rape
than a woman who has had some
kind of previous relationship with
the assailant. For a survivor, this
means that she has to come to terms
not only with the psychological and
emotional aftermath of the attack
itself, but also with the reactions of
others, especially the negative, sub-
jective, responses based on the myths
and stereotypes that surround the
subject of sexual assault. Endorse-
ment of rape myths by both males
and females is a reflection of our
rape-prone culture. However rape
myths are perpetuated, adolescents
are highly critical of each other. Nega-
tive reactions by peers make it even
more difficult for young women to
come forward and report a sexual
assault to police.
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patriarchal values in our society tol-
erate and accept some degree of male
violence against women. Holding
only a handful of perpetrators ac-
countable for their actions does little
to curb the widespread incidence of
woman abuse. As a result, many
young women struggle with naming
their experience as a sexual assault
when they apply the narrow societal
standards of the “real rape.” The high
incidence of sexual assault among
women, especially young adolescents,
coupled with the fact that it is se-
verely underreported is a cause for
serious concern.
Methodology
This research project was conducted
from a feminist perspective. Femi-
nist research is “for” women and
should reflect the interests of women.
The purpose of this study was to hear
from young women about their per-
ceptions of the police and to ascer-
tain the meanings they made of their
experiences. I wanted to focus on the
participants’ reports of what they
perceived to be supportive or
unsupportive actions, versus pre-de-
fining these acts for them. I accepted
each survivor’s subjective interpreta-
tion of the definition of sexual assault
as the truth.
The participants were females aged
12 to 17 years old at the time when
they were sexually assaulted. To be
included in the study, the partici-
pants must have made a formal re-
port of the sexual assault to the po-
lice. Nine adolescents participated in
two focus groups and three adoles-
cents participated in individual in-
terviews with the researcher held in
the spring of 2002. Participants were
primarily recruited from hospital-
based sexual assault treatment cen-
tres located in southwestern Ontario.
The data for this article were col-
lected in several forms: a quantitative
questionnaire, focus group discus-
sions, and personal interviews. Fol-
lowing completion of the focus groups
and individual interviews, themes
were identified within the discus-
sions. At this point, emergent codes
were refined and applied to the tran-




The young women in the research
study ranged in age at the time of
their attendance from 13 to 18. At
the time of the sexual assault and
report to police, the average age of
the young women was 14.25. Sixty-
six per cent (n=8) of the young women
self-identified their race as white The
other 33 per cent (n=4) reported
their race as South American, South
Asian, or West Indian. English was
the first language of 83 per cent
(n=10).
In 100 per cent (n=12) of the cases,
the young women were sexually as-
saulted by a male perpetrator. The
majority of the cases that were re-
ported to the police met the criteria
of a “real rape” which includes: the
seriousness of the assault; location of
the attack is in public; the assailant is
a stranger to the survivor; there is a
threat of harm or use of force; the
survivor suffers physical injuries and
she vigorously resists. In 75 per cent
of the situations (n=9), the sexual
assault was committed either by a
stranger, a significantly older ac-
quaintance, or by multiple perpetra-
tors. The low number of date rapes
reported to the police in this study is
consistent with the literature. This
trend contributes to an official crime
rate that over-represents the less typi-
cal, but more socially acceptable,
sexual assault. Even with most of the
assaults reported in this study fitting
the “real rape” definition, charges
were not laid in the majority of cases
(n=7). There was no direct correla-
tion between charges laid and the
relationship to the perpetrator. In
fact, the young woman who reported
the sexual assault that most closely
resembled the “genuine” rape en-
dured the greatest scrutiny by the
police.
In 33 per cent (n=4) of the cases,
the perpetrators were acquaintances
of the survivor. An acquaintance was
defined as someone known to the
survivor, but not considered a friend.
In 25 per cent (n=3) of the cases, the
young women were friends with the
perpetrator(s) and in one case the
survivor was sexually assaulted by a
boyfriend. In 50 per cent (n=6) of the
sexual assaults, the survivors were
attacked by someone within their
peer group. The age of these perpe-
trators ranged from 12 to 20 years
old; the average age was 16. In the
remaining 50 per cent of the cases,
the perpetrator was older than the
survivor and ranged in estimated age
from 24 to 64 years old, with an
average age of 44.
 While the participants shared
many struggles and feelings common
among most women who are sexu-
ally assaulted, there were some unique
differences. In only 33 per cent (n=4)
of the cases was it the survivor’s deci-
sion to contact the police to report
the sexual assault. In 66 per cent
(n=8) of the cases, the decision to
report was made by someone else, or
with the pressure of someone else, as
defined by the participants. The
majority of the sexual assaults, 58 per
cent (n=7), were reported within the
first 24 hours of the attack. The other
sexual assaults were, with one excep-
tion, reported within a day of the
attack,1 to a month after it happened.
The single exception was reported
over four months after the attack.
Holding only a handful of
perpetrators accountable
for their actions does little
to curb the widespread
incidence of woman abuse.
As a result, many young
women struggle with
naming their experience
as a sexual assault.
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Based on their age and maturity level,
these survivors had less autonomy to
make their own decisions. These
young women were subject to greater
influence by the adults in their lives
such as parents, teachers, counsel-
lors, and the police. The young
women were aware of their lack of
power and how in turn this contrib-
uted to their being socially control-
led. These survivors had fewer avail-
no charges were laid by police. Ac-
cording to the young women, the
most commonly cited reason given
by police for not charging was that
there was not enough evidence to
establish a sexual assault had occurred.
From the survivors’ understanding,
either no reason or other reasons
were given: she was to blame for
letting the perpetrators in her house;
the police had more important mat-
potential consequences that might
be meted out by the criminal justice
system.
In most of the cases of stranger
assaults, the young women related
that they had no time to think about
how the police would respond to
them. They defined their attack as a
“real rape” and those around them
automatically called for help. One
young woman explained that she was
able choices and faced greater per-
sonal consequences from adult au-
thority figures than college-aged and
older women who are sexually as-
saulted. The young women com-
monly related a sense of frustration
and a feeling of being “stuck” due to
their dependency on others.
In 42 per cent (n=5) of the cases,
charges were laid by police. One case
remained open because no perpetra-
tor was ever apprehended. In cases
where charges were laid, the police
often acted within three days of the
report to make an arrest. In one case,
the police made an arrest over one
week after the sexual assault; in an-
other, an arrest was made more than
four weeks after the attack. No medi-
cal treatment was received following
the assault by 33 per cent (n=4) of the
survivors. 66 per cent (n=8) of the
survivors went to a Sexual Assault
Treatment Centre at their local hos-
pital to receive medical treatment
within 72 hours of the sexual assault.
In six out of eight of these cases (75
per cent), the survivors chose to com-
plete a Sexual Assault Evidence Kit
(SAEK). In the six cases where a
SAEK was done, 83 per cent (n=5)
resulted in either charges being laid
by police, or likely to be laid, should
a perpetrator be caught.
In 50 per cent (n=6) of the cases,
ters with which to deal; the perpetra-
tor was 12 years old and therefore too
young to charge.
Expectations About Reporting
Sexual Assault to Police
In general, the young women in the
study related that they had positive
expectations about reporting the
sexual assault to the police, and ex-
pected that they would be believed.
There was a strong common theme
among the survivors that the police
would take the sexual assault seri-
ously and would act accordingly.
Many of the young women expressed
fear of the perpetrator(s) and thought
that going to the police would in-
crease their personal safety and give
them a sense of closure. Even though,
in the majority of the cases, the deci-
sion to report was not made solely by
the survivor, the young women ex-
pected that the police would respond
in a caring, cooperative manner and
start an immediate investigation that
would result in the arrest and impris-
onment of the perpetrator. A shared
assumption among the participants
was that the sexual assault was a crime
and that the assailant should be pun-
ished. The young women understood
the implications of reporting and were
quite prepared for the severity of the
taught from early childhood to call
the police in an emergency situation,
which is what occurred. Based on the
circumstances of the crime, all of the
young women went forward to the
police with the assumption that they
would be believed.
What Did the Young Women
Actually Experience?
An overwhelming theme among the
survivors was that the police mini-
mized the sexual assault and the im-
pact that it had on them. A young
woman stated: “[The police] try to
minimize it. They make you think it
wasn’t that bad. But then you start
thinking well if it wasn’t so bad why
would I feel like this?” The survivors’
fear was not often acknowledged by
the police, nor did they recognize the
inherent violence of the sexual as-
sault. As one survivor commented,
“it is a lot easier to say that you should
have done something, than actually
do it.” For example, one young
woman related:
[The police officers] were both bru-
tal and mean and kept coming out
with all these questions and they
thought I was lying to them. I was
scared to death [so] I told the police
and they thought I was lying.
“To make someone re-live something over and over again
is not always the best thing. That is when you get confused
because you start getting scared that they are not going to believe
you and then you start doubting yourself. You are like, ‘Well,
maybe I did do something wrong.’”
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It was commonly related that the
police officers they reported to were
“rude,” “cold,” “insensitive,” and
“condescending.” Several young
women were informed by police that
they had higher priority crimes to
deal with than their sexual assaults. It
is uncertain whether these officers
were referring to their own workload
or that of the police department in
general. All of the young women
included in this study reported their
sexual assault in geographic areas that
had specially trained police units that
prepared detectives to conduct sexual
assault investigations. Thus, these
officers would spend all of their time
investigating sexual assault cases
rather than a variety of crimes. What,
then, were these higher-priority
crimes?
The overwhelming majority of the
young women felt that the police did
not believe them, as intimated
through their attitude and by the
types of questions that the police
asked. This was a common feeling
among all of the survivors regardless
of the circumstances of the sexual
assault. Blaming, intrusive, and in-
sensitive questions were commonly
recalled by the young women. The
police were skeptical both of sexual
assaults that were committed by stran-
gers and by perpetrators known to
the survivors. The young women felt
that the methods of questioning used
by the police insinuated that they
were lying. A great deal of time was
spent looking for a young woman’s
underlying reason for reporting rather
than on apprehending the perpetra-
tor. A common ulterior motive at-
tributed to young women by police
was the assumption that she con-
sented to sexual activity and then
needed an excuse to deny it later.
These kinds of interviewing tactics
are more appropriate for the police to
use when interrogating a suspect. The
police seemed to consider the young
women as “suspects” first before they
could identify them as “victims.”
One young woman stated:
It seemed like they were making
sure I wasn’t lying. I was like why
would I lie and in my case I had no
one to get back at. I wasn’t doing
it for revenge or anything.… They
talked to my boyfriend and asked
him questions like ‘Was she ever
angry that day it happened?’ Then
they tested him to make sure that
I didn’t have sex with him and
was saying that this is where the
semen came from.… The whole
time they made me feel like I was
eight and that I didn’t even know
what I was talking about.
The theme of the consistent, un-
changing story seemed to impress the
police officers the most. The first
account was taken as “the truth.”
The young women related feeling
compelled to stick to their original
story while being told to “just tell the
truth.” To test out the veracity of
their statements the police would
often ask numerous, in-depth ques-
tions or would re-phrase the same
question and ask it in a repetitive
manner. It was speculated that the
police change the questions around
“to trip you up.” Any changes to the
original version of the incident would
raise doubts. If the police were highly
suspicious of a young woman’s story,
they would conduct numerous inter-
views to review the facts. One young
woman stated:
To make someone re-live some-
thing over and over again is not
always the best thing. That is when
you get confused because you start
getting scared that they are not
going to believe you and then you
start doubting yourself. You are
like, “Well, maybe I did do some-
thing wrong.”
A common defense tactic used by
the survivors was to only give the
police what they wanted to hear.
Young women were scared to pro-
vide further detail that they later re-
membered for fear of losing credibil-
ity in the eyes of the police. Could
police investigations be re-structured
to thoroughly scrutinize accused as-
sailants rather than almost solely fo-
cusing on the women making the
reports?
Another common theme was that
of “feeling low talking to the police,
like [she] had done something
wrong.” Several young women re-
lated that the police implied by their
actions and statements that they were
lying. This was a frightening experi-
ence for them and made them doubt
themselves and their recollections
about the sexual assault. The survi-
vors related that disclosing intimate
details about the sexual assault to an
authority figure was a humiliating
experience. One young woman re-
lated that the police officer in her case
was also uncomfortable with using
this graphic language:
The detective was male and when
we had to get down to the nitty
gritty, he was reluctant to use the
proper names of the anatomy. So I
just kind of said it and he kind of
blushed, like he was almost em-
barrassed to say it. I thought that
was really old fashioned and I
didn’t think that was a good way
for him to react. It was almost like
the mentality, “sex is dirty” in the
way he didn’t want to say it.
The survivors attributed the treat-
ment by police to several factors. A
common reason cited was that the
police thought they were making it
up. Thus, the police posed questions
searching for a revenge motive
(against the perpetrator) or some
other self-serving purpose, such as
attention seeking or problems at
home.
The survivors assumed that their
young age and gender also contrib-
uted to the police officers’ behaviour
towards them. Several young women
were accused of “going along” with
the sexual assault, meaning the police
believed it was an instance of consen-
sual sexual behaviour, not a crime.
Some survivors were told that they
“did not act like they had just been
sexually assaulted.” No participants
were directly told that the perpetra-
112 CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME
tor was responsible for the sexual
assault.
Several of the participants in this
study were warned by police that
they could be charged with making
a false report. Police commonly cite
the number of false allegations of
sexual assault to account for upwards
of 50 per cent of reports.2 The offi-
cial false reporting rate for sexual
assault is the same as for other
to their lack of life experience and
limited control over their lives, they
did not challenge the status quo or the
institutions that uphold the domi-
nant values. Young women should
not be pressured to conform to the
image of the “good” victim in order
to receive support and validation.
Police attitudes relay expectations
to women about the mythical con-
cept of the “perfect” victim and, in
I would (report) even though the
outcome may not be good. It makes
you feel safe and that they are
going to try to help you, even though
they may not think you are telling
the truth.
If a friend disclosed that she was
sexually assaulted, 75 per cent (n=9)
of the young women would advise
her to report to police. Of the re-
crimes—around three per cent (Peel
Committee on Sexual Assault 6). A
future study may focus on the sto-
ries of young women who have been
charged with public mischief follow-
ing their report of a sexual assault to
police.
Myths and Stereotypes
Myths and stereotypes about sexual
assault are pervasive within our soci-
ety, and on an individual basis are
incredibly hurtful and destructive to
survivors. Participants cited victim-
blaming statements, often used to
justify the way police treated them.
One attractive young woman re-
ported being told by a male police
officer, “Because of the way I look, I
should expect to be treated like this.”
Adolescence is a confusing time of
life, which most people struggle to
get through and try to make sense of
all the contradictions. At the same
time, adolescents are searching for
acceptance and validation. They are
extremely susceptible to myths that
range from victim worthiness to vic-
tim blame. These young women had
all internalized societal messages
about sexual violence, and had made
adjustments to accommodate these
conflicting messages that challenged
their beliefs about themselves. Due
turn, women try not to disappoint
them. The reality is that the police
are more motivated to pursue such
“ideal” cases. The police are similar
to parents in the shared belief that the
way to protect young women from
sexual assault is to keep them locked
up safely at home. This preventative
approach promotes the value of
women as property and does not
hold perpetrators accountable for
sexual violence. Many of the young
women in this study encountered
defensive reactions from male sup-
ports; they wanted to punish the
perpetrator to uphold the survivor’s
virtue and reputation. These pater-
nalistic attitudes have been docu-
mented in the literature and contrib-
ute to the under-reporting of sexual
assaults.
Future Police Reporting
The participants rated their overall
experience with the police on a scale
of zero (negative) to ten (positive).
The average rating was a four; re-
sponses ranged from zero to eight.
Despite negative personal experiences
and feelings, 58 per cent (n=7) of the
young women stated that in the fu-
ture, they would report a sexual as-
sault to the police. One young woman
stated:
maining 25 per cent (n=3), one stated
that she was not sure how she would
respond, one related that she would
provide her friend with information
and let her decide how she wanted to
proceed, and only one related that
she would advise against reporting to
police. Overall, the perception of the
safety net of the criminal justice sys-
tem remained intact for most of the
young women. One explanation is
that the young women may have
thought that in the future, they would
be reporting a “real” rape versus the
more common type of acquaintance
sexual assault.
Forty-two per cent (n=5) said that
personally, they would not report
another sexual assault to the police.
A common reason for not reporting
a sexual assault in the future was the
fear of not being believed by the
police. Several survivors related that
they would not want to go through
that experience again. These young
women disclosed that they did not
think that the police would do any-
thing and they would rather deal
with it on their own. They had also
lost faith in the criminal justice sys-
tem. One young woman disclosed
that she had been recently sexually
assaulted and chose not to report it
to the police based on her prior ex-
perience:
 The police are similar to parents in the shared belief that the way
to protect young women from sexual assault is to keep them
locked up safely at home. This preventative approach promotes the
value of women as property and does not hold perpetrators
accountable for sexual violence.
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I didn’t even bother calling the
police because I got no justice from
them before so why would they
help me again?”
Reasons that were given that would
prevent a young woman from report-
ing a sexual assault to the police were
the poor treatment of victims, the
fear of not being believed, the harass-
ment and/or judgment by peers, fear
of retaliation by the perpetrator and
the difficulty in telling parents.
The young women related a sense
of entitlement to access the criminal
justice system and optimism about
this institution. It was widely be-
lieved that there are some good po-
lice officers, and that under different
circumstances, there might be an al-
ternate outcome. Several survivors
did not think that it was fair to judge
all police officers based on their one
experience and were optimistic that
things will change in the future. The
survivors were far less judgmental
about the police, than the police were
towards them. The police were not
seen as solely responsible for the fail-
ings of the criminal justice system.
Reasons to encourage reporting a
sexual assault had more to do with
holding the perpetrator accountable
and to prevent him from raping again
rather than avoiding the police-re-
porting experience. It was generally
agreed that staying quiet will not
help or change anything.
To abandon legal strategies alto-
gether would be no solution at
all; rather it would be to concede
defeat, leaving the law unchal-
lenged, our silence taken to im-
ply that we had no criticisms to
make (Gregory and Lees 80).
Reporting to police and partici-
pating in this research study are ways
that contribute to uncovering the
hidden truth about the impact of
sexual violence.
Conclusion
Sexual assault is a highly under-re-
ported crime in Canada and around
the world. For most women, a barrier
to reporting is the fear of not being
believed by the police. The young
women in this study who came for-
ward had positive expectations that
the police would take what had hap-
pened to them very seriously. None
of the young women expected to be
treated as liars, or as if they had
something to gain by disclosing the
most humiliating experience of their
lives to virtual strangers whose job is
to serve and protect. After the initial
shock, most of the adolescents ex-
pected that the police would see their
side of the story and begin to treat
them like “victims” who were worthy
of empathy and respect. For most,
this was not the case. Women should
expect that reporting to police will be
a difficult experience that might nega-
tively impact their emotional and
psychological recovery following a
sexual assault. Women should also
expect that even if the attack they
suffered is classified as a “real” rape,
their credibility will be thoroughly
scrutinized. At this point, if a woman
meets all of the criteria of a “worthy”
victim, it is still uncertain whether
the perpetrator(s) will be charged. If
women are going to choose to report,
this choice should be an informed
one.
The young women in this study
demonstrated that they are very flex-
ible and adaptable in the way that
they conform to the multiple expec-
tations that society has set out for
them. Most adolescents are so busy
just trying to fit in that they tend not
to question dominant societal values
until they experience a life-altering
event such as a sexual assault. The
young women who participated in
this study were openly critical about
their experience of reporting a sexual
assault to police. At the same time,
they found this poor treatment to be
somewhat tolerable. The young
women in this study continued to
maintain hope and faith in the police
as part of the larger criminal justice
system. They also felt a strong sense
of entitlement to legally and publicly
hold perpetrators responsible for their
crimes. For these survivors, the per-
ception of the public safety net is still
intact.
Vicki Vopni is currently working as a
social worker for the Sexual Assault
and Domestic Violence Services at the
Trillium Health Centre in Mississauga,
Ontario. This article is based on her
research project required to complete
the degree of MSW that she obtained
from McMaster University in 2002.
1In order for the police to collect
forensic evidence from a crime scene,
they place tremendous value on the
survivor immediately identifying the
sexual assault as a crime and report-
ing it. It becomes more difficult for
the police to collect corroborating
physical evidence of a sexual assault
after 24 hours has passed. In the
questionnaire that participants com-
pleted, I asked how long after the
sexual assault took place, was the
report made to police? Less than 24
hours, 24 hours to three days, four
days to seven days, eight days to 31
days, 32 days to three months, four
to twelve months, over one year.
2This is based on my professional
experience with sexual assault offic-
ers who have provided this statistic
on several occassions at community
meetings with sexual assault service
providers.
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